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IASL’s Webmaster discusses the part that research has played in the ongoing develop-
ment of IASL’s Web site School Libraries Online. Established in 1995, the Web site was
10 years old at the time this article was written; a brief history of the site is provided.
Work on the site has been guided by a strategic planning process in the context of which
research results have informed decision-making. Desk research provided background
information that was important in the establishment of the Web site. This included an
“internal environment” scan that focused on developing an understanding of the
Association and its members and an “external environment” scan that focused on
Internet trends and developments. With the site well established, ongoing environment
scanning has continued to inform development. Users’ needs have been monitored on an
ongoing basis through two main strategies: analysis of the weekly and monthly reports
from the Web site search engine, and analysis of the statistical information provided by
a user tracking service. User satisfaction with the Web site has been monitored through
strategies such as analysis of responses to a Web-based survey form and comments
recorded in an online guest book. The results of this ongoing formative evaluation will
also feed into a major project, started in 2005 with a literature review, to evaluate School
Libraries Online after a decade in operation. The article concludes with some comments
about the place of evaluation in the Web site development cycle and the need for this
major evaluation after 10 years of operation.

Introduction
School Libraries Online (http:// www.iasl-slo.org/) was established in 1995
as the Web site of the International Association of School Librarianship
(IASL). It began as a small collection of 12 Web pages hosted on a main-
frame computer at the University of Iceland in Reykjavik. Today, hosted by
a commercial Internet service provider (ISP) in Vancouver, Canada, but still
maintained from Reykjavik, it is the largest specialist Internet destination
for school librarians with around 1,000 pages of information and a number
of online information services for its users. I have been Webmaster from the
beginning. The original intention was simply to provide a useful Web site
for a professional association and its members in accordance with the then-
current Web practices. Continued development of the site, taking into
account new Web standards and practices and the evolving needs of school
librarians worldwide, has meant that School Libraries Online has moved well
beyond the scope of the original vision. Established with no budget, the
Web site now receives an annual allocation of funds from IASL. However,
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it still remains basically the work of a volunteer Webmaster working in col-
laboration with IASL officers who provide some of the content for the site.

Continuing development of School Libraries Online is supported by a
strategic planning process (see Figure 1) that includes monitoring of
Internet trends and changes, a focus on users and their needs, strategies for
the identification and selection of new content and services, and ongoing
formative evaluation. Research has played an important part in this strate-
gic planning process through the years, from the desk research on which
the original environment scan was based, to the commercial Web-based
monitoring services that provide information about users of the site today.
Research has contributed to ongoing formative evaluation of the site and
has also led to many changes over the years, so the Web site we sce on our
screens today scarcely rescmbles the site as it appeared in 1995. Thus the
development of School Libraries Online provides a case study in the applica-
tion of research results to Web site development, showing how rescarch has
informed decision-making even in a situation where financial and other
resources are tight. Before discussing the contribution of research to the
development of School Libraries Online, though, it is appropriate to look
briefly at the history of the Web site.

Should the Environment Navigation tools Mounting pages,
Association have scan: trends and for users of the testing and
a Web site? developments Web site modifications
Aims and Design of the Listing with
purposes of the information search engines,
Web site architecture directories
Identification of Visual design of Publicity and
users and their the Web site, promotion of the
needs pages Web site
Identification of HTML code, use Ongoing Web
appropriate of specialist Web site maintenance
content, services software, tools and management
Developing or Addition of Ongoing formal
commissioning metadata, and informal
original content indexing evaluation
Figure 1. The strategic planning/development cycle for School Libraries
Online (based on Clyde, 2000). Note that only some parts of the cycle
are discussed in this article.
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History of School Libraries Online

Although the IASL Web site was only 10 years old in 2005, and its manage-
ment has been in the hands of the one Webmaster through the decade,
reconstructing its history is not a simple matter because already some of the
evidence has disappeared. However, sources still available (apart from
human memory) include surviving copies of old Web pages, correspon-
dence files, annual reports of the Webmaster, and articles and papers
written about the Web site through the vears. In addition, some sets of data
about usc of the site, collected in various ways, still survive in printout or
electronic form.

Early Days

An article published in the Australian professional journal Orana in 1998
records that “the issue of an Internet presence for IASL was first raised at
the annual conference in 1994” (Clvde, 1998a, p. 12). This discussion result-
ed in the establishment of the IASL-LINK listserv on a mainframe
computer called Hengill at the University of lceland; IASL-LINK is now a
Yahoo! group managed by Peter Geneo (USA).

With the problem of a listsery solved, the question of a web presence for IASL

was raised at the 1993 annual conference, held in Worcester, England. However,

no decisions were made, and though some of the officers of the Association

(most notably Dr. Jean Lowrie) thought that IASL. should have at least a home

page, nobody seemed anxious (or even willing) to take on the task. One dark

Arctic winter weekend, bored with the offerings on television in Revkjavik (and

with the alternative, marking undergraduate assignments), I decided to try the

job myself ... Both web site and Webmaster have come a long way since the

first experimental pages for IASL were mounted late on a Saturday night in

November 1999, (pp.12-13)

Like the TASL-LINK listserv, the Web site was initially hosted on
Hengill at the University of Iceland. Maintained by the University’s
Computing Services, Hengill was then a state-of-the-art UNIX-based
mainframe connected to the Internet by a fast fiber-optic link. The 1998
Orana article records two advantages associated with this arrangement.
First, the Web site was hosted on a large computer with a fast connection
to the Icelandic Internet backbone; and second, that [ was freed from any
responsibilities associated with managing a Web server. However, the
downside was that I had little say in the software that was available for
Web site management and worked in a distinctly non-user-friendly
UNIX environment. The availability of specialist Web site development
software such as Dreamieeaver in the later years of the decade made a dif-
ference to how Web pages were developed and opened up new design
possibilities. Changes at University Computing Services in the late 1990s,
coupled with the increasing size of the Web site, meant a move to a com-
mercial Web site hosting service in Canada; we moved to our present ISP
in Canada in 2003.
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The Changing Web Site
There is no longer a visual record of what the first IASL home page looked
like, although 1 wrote in 1998 that | had “preserved a copy on my own com-
puter, and whenever I look at it now, I have to remind myself that all Web
pages looked as naive as that back then” (Clyde, 1998a, p. 13). A computer
crash in 2001 disposed of my copy of this first home page (along with the
complete contents of my hard disk). For a while, the Internet Archive’s
Wayback Machine (http://www.internetarchive.org/) preserved copies of
versions of the home page back to 1996; today it has no copies farther back
than 2001, and it offers no explanation for the deletions. Clearly it is not
possible to rely on external services to maintain the historical record.
Figure 2 presents a March 2005 reconstruction of that first IASL home
page based on my memory; on descriptions that 1 wrote for professional
newsletters and conferences in 1996 and 1997 about the early Web site
(Clyde, 1997a); on printouts of Web standards from 1995; and on the HTML
(HyperText Markup Language) code in old pages that still survive on my
teaching Web site at the University of Iceland (http:/ /www.hi.is/~anne/).
Figures 3, 4, and 5 show the development of the Web site through the
decade. The use of HTML tables made it possible to make the change from
the simple list of topics on the first home page to the keypad format in use
a couple of years later (Figure 3). With the increasing number of pages on
the site (more than 200 by October 1998, Clyde, 1998a), the keypad eventu-

INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF SCHOOL LIBRARTANSHIP (IASL)

The mission of the I 1 A of Schoal L i (]PSL)-wpwvﬂnmrmmnd!bwmprwpbmeﬂadmwm!mgoﬂe:!m school
Torary media in the ed l process.
Mexﬁmhpswxﬂwﬂ.tdmhﬁsﬂ}mlhbmlm]bm lbmydmu. 1 , ed and others who are responsible
for library and information sexvices in schools. The also includes in and colleges where there are prograrmes for

school libraians, udﬂuiemwbmwmhmluhpxmu

Figure 2. A reconstruction (March 2005) of the original IASL home page
dating from 1995.
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INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF SCHOOL |
LIBRARIANSHIP (IASL)

ms, and stu

DIRECTORY

and

Figure 3. The home page on the IASL web site School Libraries Online as it
appeared in September 1998.

ally proved inadequate as a means of access to the content, and so the first
version of the home page with a Yahoo-styvle site directory was created
(Figure 4). Figure 3 shows that the site directory has been retained to this
day, supported now by a site search engine. This version also shows the
influence of a professional designer, Peter Rugendyke (Western Australia),
from whom a masthead and some logos were commissioned.

Although the copies of the home page that appear in Figures 3-3 can be
dated (from the last update date at the bottom of the page), it is neverthe-
less impossible now to document the precise sequence and timing of the

International Association
of School Librarianship (IASL)

SCHOOL LIBRARIES ONLINE |-

About the Association

s ©
i AR
The IASL Noticeboard = == &\N\ *
. . “heck out the 1999

The IASL Newsletter Webste

Figure 4. The home page of the IASL web site School Libraries Online as it
appeared in March 1999.
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Figure 5. The home page of the IASL web site School Libraries Online as it
appeared in March 2005 (as this article was being written).

changges, as they were mostly implemented gradually. For example, in 2002,
with more than 900 pages involved, a major change like adding the new
masthead and menu bar to all pages took more than four months to imple-
ment fully. Even the re-branding of the IASL Web site as School Libraries
Online (in 1999) was a gradual process. It was undertaken because audience
reactions to a demonstration of the site at a conference in South Africa in that
year suggested that people had low expectations of the Web sites of profes-
sional associations and assumed in advance that they would be boring.

The Site Search Engine
One of the advantages of moving the IASL Web site from the University of
Iceland server to an ISP in Canada was that it became possible to install a
site search engine, a feature that seemed desirable given the current num-
ber of pages on the site and the variety of information provided through
various sections. This then raised the question of what kind of search
engine, given the amount and type of information on the site and the needs
of the users. Site search engines that might be appropriate fell into three
main categories. These were external site search services provided free by
public Internet search engines such as Google; external site search services
provided free or for a fee by private companies; and search engines
installed on the server itself (some of which could be purchased and others
leased for an annual fee). Over almost a year, several search engines were
tested by making them available to selected groups of users. The FreeFind
search engine was selected as a result of this process.

FreeFind is an external search engine provided by a company in the
United States. To users of the Web site, it appears that the search engine is
located on the site. Both the text of the pages themselves and the metadata
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(kevwords and information about page content provided as part of the
underlving code of the pages) are indexed by the scarch engine’s crawler.
Thus the selection of FreeFind led to another (and still ongoing) change: the
provision of more comprehensive metadata on the site; although unseen by
users, the metadata improves the search results of our site search engine.
An additional but unforeseen consequence has been better representation
of IASL pages in the search results of public search engines such as Google
and Yahoo that also use metadata to assemble their search results.

The Web Site Todav

The site directory on the home page of School Libraries Online (see Figure 5)
provides an overview of the main sections of the Web site as it exists today
(March 2005). Sidebars highlight specific collections, documents, tools, or
services of particular interest. Collections of documents on School Libraries
Online include a substantial and growing file of original reviews of profes-
sional materials, the full text of significant papers delivered at [ASL
conferences, the full teat of selected articles from the print IASL Newsletter,
abstracts of all articles in the Association’s rescarch journal School Libraries
Worldwide, and abstracts of research papers presented at IASL conferences.
An online newsletter called Happenings (reallyv a Weblog or blog, but creat-
ed before specialist blogging software was readily available) is updated at
least twice a week with short articles about school library-related cevents
and documents. The section “School Library Resources on the Internet”
serves as a portal or subject gateway to Internet resources for school library
personnel, in line with the ideas of Koch (2000) and Dempsey (2000), as
implemented in the Electronic Libraries Programme (el.ib) in the United
Kingdom. It provides links to hundreds of resources and services in the
fields of education and school librarianship, including Web sites related to
literacy, information literacy, children’s literature, reading promotion,
library automation, and professional development opportunities, among
other topics.

Ongoing Developments

Even as this brief history of the Web site was being written, changes were in
progress. As a result of a suggestion from an IASI. Regional Director, a new
section of School Libraries Online was under development comprising a
gallery of photographs of school libraries around the world. School Libraries
Online was hosting its first pages for another organization in the form of a
set of conference pages for the IFLA (International Federation of Library
Associations and Institutions) Section of School Libraries and Resource
Centers and Section on Reading. After a number of experiments, a Nepalese
translation of the IFLA/UNESCO School Library Manifesto became the first
document in a non-European script to be made available on the Web site (in
March 2003). Meanwhile, a Spanish translation of the IASL Policy Statement
on School Libraries had been commissioned along with some new logos.
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Desk Research and the Establishment of the IASL Web Site

Three aspects of the strategic planning process were particularly important
at the beginning of the Web site development process. The first was an envi-
ronment scan covering aspects of the external and internal (IASL)
environments in which the Web site would be made available. An analysis
of Internet trends and developments and a study of the use being made of
the Internet in schools in the first half of the 1990s helped to ensurc that the
Web site would be built in accordance with appropriate standards and the
technology then available in schools to access the Internet. The second
aspect of the strategic planning process was to establish the aims and pur-
poses of the Web site, for which knowledge of the Association and its
activitics was needed. The third aspect was to identify potential users of the
IASL Web site and analyze their needs for Web-based information.

The Environment Scan

Environment scanning (sometimes called an environment audit) covered,
among other things, development of the Internet itself; developments in
browser software; developments in HTML standards and other relevant
Internet standards and guidelines; school use of information technology
(including new software); hardware and software in use in school libraries;
the level of Internet skills of school librarians; and changes in the needs of
school librarians. It involved monitoring listservs for school librarians and
listservs and clectronic newsletters that dealt with developments in the
Internet itself. Searches of online databases on DIALOG, OCLC, and other
services identified new publications and research reports that contained
relevant information. All these sources provided background information
that was necessary as a foundation for decisions about how a Web site for
school librarians should be created and managed.

Establishing the Aims and Purposes of the Site

The mission statement and objectives of IASL provided the basis for the ini-
tial development of the IASL Web site within the framework of a strategic
planning process.

The mission of the International Association of School Librarianship (IASL) is

to provide an international forum for those people interested in promoting

effective school library media programs as viable instruments of the education-

al process. IASL also provides guidance and advice for the development of

school library programs and the school library profession. (IASL, n.d.)

The objectives of the Association indicate that IASL will “advocate the
development of school libraries throughout all countries”; encourage the
integration of school libraries into the instruction and curriculum of
schools; promote professional education for school librarians; foster a sense
of community among school librarians around the world; encourage
research in the field of school librarianship and the use of rescarch results
to improve practice, publish, and disseminate information about cffective
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school library programs; share information about school library programs
and resources around the world; and initiate activities and conferences that
will advance school librarianship (IASL, n.d.).

These objectives suggested that the Association’s Web site should pro-
vide information and documents related to school librarianship, a means of
sharing information among people involved in school librarianship around
the world, resources for advocacy for school libraries, support for confer-
ences and research, a medium for communication, a Web publishing
service, and a base for projects that wouls further the Association’s objec-
tives. All these should support the development of school library services
worldwide. In addition, it was assumed that the Web site would publicize
the work of the Association and provide information about the Association
and its activities for both members and non-members. Furthermore,
because school librarians in 1995 were beginning to explore the Internet as
a source of information (Clyde, 1997b), it was believed that the site should
help them to find resources and services that were relevant to library and
information services in schools.

Identifying the Users and their Needs

Identifying potential users of the Web site and analyzing their needs in
terms of a professional Web site was the third main aspect of the initial
planning process. The IASL (n.d.) mission statement includes a statement
about the members of the Association.

Membership is worldwide, and includes school librarians, teachers, librarians,

library advisers, consultants, educational administrators, and others who are

responsible for library and information services in schools. The membership

also includes professors and instructors in universities and colleges where

there are programs for school librarians, and students who are undertaking

such programs.

In addition to identifying the main groups of members of the
Assaciation, this statement also identified the main potential user groups
for the Web site. School library professionals (also known as school librar-
ians, teacher-librarians, school library media specialists, school
information managers, among other titles) and their needs have been the
main focus of site development, but a the work of a number of other
groups has an effect on school library and information services. In keeping
with the Association’s aim to promote the development of school libraries
worldwide, non-members of IASL are welcome to visit the site and to use
most services.

Thus the documented objectives and activities of the Association, the
opportunity to promote the Association and its objectives, and the needs of
school librarians were the basis for the main sections of the Web site when
it first went live in 1995. With some significant additions (but no deletions),
they still form the basis of the site directory on the home page today. The
additions reflect new activities of the Association since 1995 (e.g., the pro-
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vision of reviews of professional materials) and the increasing use of the
Web site in Association administration. However, as part of the ongoing
environment scanning that is an aspect of the strategic planning process,
the aims of the Web site and the needs of its users are kept under review.

Understanding the Users
Early attempts to understand the users of the Web site concentrated on iden-
tifying the needs of the potential user groups identified in the desk research.
Once the site was established and being used, then technical strategies and
survey tools could be used to track user behavior and perceptions.

A Survey of Internet-Using School Librarians

One of my own international research projects (Clyde, 1997b), conducted in
the first half of the 1990s, was important for the early development of the
site in that it studied Internet-using school librarians who might be pre-
sumed to be potential users. The findings of the study indicated, among
other things, that school librarians have often taken a leadership role in
using the Internet and introducing the Internet into their schools. This
meant that when they themselves needed support and advice, they would
probably look outside their schools. Being Internet users already, they
could appreciate information provided via the Web, and it is probably no
accident that Internet discussion lists for school librarians have been popu-
lar since the carly 1990s.

Most (97.01%) of the school librarians who responded to the e-mail sur-
vey on which this study was based indicated that they used the Internet to
make contact with people outside their school; 85% exchanged information
on listservs and electronic bulletin boards; and 64% used the Internet to dis-
cuss professional issues. Clearly communication with other school
librarians and experts was important to these potential users of the IASL
Web site, so it was decided that the site should be developed with this in
mind. In addition, school librarians used the Internet to gain information
about resources (76.12%), to find curriculum-related information for teach-
ers (68.66%), to locate information about educational research or
developments for teachers or school administrators (65.67%), to expand the
range of resources available in the school (61.12%), and to find information
that would otherwise be difficult to locate (52.24%, Clyde, 1997a).
Subsequent but less comprehensive unpublished research carried out in
2002-2003 suggested that communication in various forms and searching
for information that would assist them in their work remained important
applications of the Internet for school librarians. Both have been addressed
in the development of School Libraries Online.

Ongoing Monitoring of Users and their Needs

Some strategies have been used on an ongoing basis to collect information
about users and potential users of the Web site and their needs for profes-
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sional information. Monitoring of questions and discussion on school
librarianship listservs such as IASL-LINK, LM_NET (American interna-
tional), OZTL_NET (Australian international), SLN (UK) among others
provides insights into the current information needs and concerns of school
librarians in a number of countries. This is an ongoing form of desk
research. For example, it was a question asked on several listservs within
one week that led directly to the creation of a page of information about
blogging for school librarians. The Web site is demonstrated to groups at
conferences, and oral (and sometimes written) feedback is sought at the end
of each session. The influence of comments made at a conference in South
Africa is mentioned above. A user feedback form is available on the Web
site for use by individuals and organizers of professional development
workshops. Web tracker services (first a free service and now a commercial
service) have been used since 1997 to track use of the site and to collect
information about users. Weekly and monthly reports provided automati-
cally by the site search engine since 2000 show the search terms being used
and the number and type of searches being performed. A public online
guest book solicits feedback from visitors to the site: a number of sugges-
tions collected through this simple tool were implemented, but an
increasing amount of spam targeted at Web site guest books meant that its
usefulness declined over the vears, and it was abandoned in 2003. Some of
these strategies are discussed in more detail below.

User Tracking

My article in Orana (Clyde, 1998a) shows that I was already experimenting
with various tracking strategies to collect information about how people
were using the Web site as a basis for planning.

It would be useful to have ... more information about who is using the site
(and using particular pages), why those pages are being used, and which parts
of the site are best meeting the needs of users. A “tracker” on the home page
shows that use has been increasing steadily through the last vear, with people
accessing the site from many different countries, including countries where
IASL has no members. However, the use of the tracer on the AltaVista search
engine shows that some pages have many more “hits” than others, with the
most popular pages in 1997/1998 being the 1997 conference page (which pro-
vided for online registration), the menu page for the “Links to School Library
Resources on the Internet”, and the home page itself. The statistics from the
tracker indicate a high level of “return visits”—use of the site by people who
have visited before; I would like to think that this is a vote of confidence, but
for various technical reasons, these particular statistics are less reliable than
others. The ‘link’ search feature of both the AltaVista and the Infoseek search
engines shows that, along with the “hits” on the site, links to the site from other
sites have also been increasing over the last year, suggesting that other web-
masters have felt that the site is sufficiently useful to their users to create a link.
However, these site monitoring strategics, and others like them, provide a very
imperfect view of what is going on. (pp. 16-17)

Things have changed since 1998, and some of the changes have been for
the better in terms of understanding users. AltaVista's tracer has disap-
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peared, but Google now does a better job of identifying links to the site from
other sites. At the time this 1998 article was written, the tracker being used
was the free service from NetTracker, which provided information about the
countries from which users came, the computers through which they were
accessing the site, and the Web browser software they were using. In a 1999
conference paper (Clyde, 1999), I noted that this information was used in a
variety of ways. For example, NetTracker reports indicated that most users
of the IASL Web site were using older versions of browser software. This
meant that I had to be conservative in coding the site and avoid adding fea-
tures that would cause problems for users with older software. Then
NetTracker’s service disappeared, and so unfortunately did the statistics it
produced (some lost with NetTracker’s service, and some lost in the hard
disk crash referred to above). This means that although we are now using a
new commercial tracking service called OpenTracker, which provides a
greater range of statistics about users and use of the Web sitc, it is not possi-
ble to look at changes in use over several years.

What Does the Webmaster Need to Know About Users?
Questions to which the Webmaster needs answers on an ongoing basis
include the following. What arc users of the Web site looking for? Are they
finding what they are looking for? What parts of the Web site are most
used? Why are these parts of the site most used? Is use of the site increas-
ing, and if so how? Is use increasing evenly across the site, or is use of some
parts of the site increasing at a greater rate than that of others? How do
users feel about their experience of School Libraries Online? How accessible
is the Web site for people with disabilities and people who are using assis-
tive technology? How easy is it for people to find the site through the public
search engines? Some of these questions are addressed below to indicate
how research can provide answers. Unfortunately, space does not permit
dealing with more than a few of the possible questions.

What are users of the Web site looking for?

The weekly and monthly reports provided by the site search engine show
the keywords and search terms being used. Figure 6, an extract from the
search terms report from February 2003, gives an indication of the nature of
these reports. Readers will see evidence here for a study of the information-
seeking behavior of users of a professional Web site, although this is
beyond the scope of this article.

Table 1 shows the most commonly used search terms (those used 10 or
more times) in the three-month period September to November 2001. It
suggests that, in keeping with the aims of the Web site, users are mostly
scarching for information about professional topics in the ficld of school
librarianship. Perhaps incvitably, keywords like sex and Elvis were used,
but only once or twice a month. However, there is cause for concern in the
list of keywords used fewer than 10 times: the terms job/jobs and employment
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both appear nine times. This reflects a suggestion made often at confer-
ences, that School Libraries Online should include information about
employment opportunities in other countries. With a volunteer Webmaster
and volunteer information providers, it has not been possible to provide
this kind of time-critical service, although we recognize that people are
interested in this information. At present, the best strategy seems to be to
provide links to other sources of employment information, for example, in
the section of the Web site devoted to the International Focus Special

Most Recent Queries

Day Time of Query Query

Mon Feb 17 13:18:30 2003selection

Mon Feb 17 13:17:56 2003selection+book

Mon Feb 17 12:44:37 2003"suicide information"

Mon Feb 17 12:44:08 2003suicide information

Mon Feb 17 12:43:39 2003suicide information

Mon Feb 17 12:38:31 2003suicide

Mon Feb 17 12:17:30 2003Allison Bernstein

Mon Feb 17 12:16:37 2003flexible scheduling

Mon Feb 17 09:10:57 2003weeding

Mon Feb 17 08:57:39 2003rules "international school"
Mon Feb 17 08:56:49 2003"international school"

Mon Feb 17 08:56:04 2003international school library
Mon Feb 17 07:56:13 2003Web site

Mon Feb 17 02:59:55 2003Haiti

Sun Feb 16 23:13:17 20031ifelong education

Sun Feb 16 21:55:58 2003harada

Sun Feb 16 21:52:37 2003"information skills"

Sun Feb 16 21:47:56 2003"internet resources"

Sun Feb 16 20:59:06 2003"ready reference"

Sun Feb 16 20:57:14 2003ready reference

Sun Feb 16 20:45:10 2003asla

Sun Feb 16 18:20:14 2003informatin literacy

Sun Feb 16 18:06:15 2003information literacy

Sun Feb 16 18:04:34 2003information literacy

Sun Feb 16 16:13:02 2003policies

Sun Feb 16 12:08:35 2003"first school librarian"

Sun Feb 16 11:47:19 2003history of school libraries
Sun Feb 16 07:39:00 2003scheduling

Sun Feb 16 06:23:34 2003ifla

Sat Feb 15 16:45:18 2003Salem Witch Trials

Sat Feb 15 16:06:44 2003school library web page award
Sat Feb 15 15:30:44 2003uk copyright law

Sat Feb 15 11:17:02 2003accelerated reader

Sat Feb 15 10:54:36 2003award winning school web sites
Sat Feb 15 07:06:09 2003school libraries

Sat Feb 15 06:46:43 2003collaboration articles

Sat Feb 15 02:18:59 2003"job analysis’

Sat Feb 15 02:16:34 2003job analysis

Figure 6. An example of the information about searches carried out on the
site search engine, provided in the weekly reports to the Webmaster.
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Table 1
Keywords Used in Searching School Libraries Online
September/October/November 2001 (Keywords Used 10 or More Times)

Keyword Number Keyword Number
Library/libraries 164 Evaluation 15
School/schools 98 Flexible 15
Information 65 Scheduling 15
Literacy 55 Automation 14
book/books 39 Development 14
Day 24 Award 13
Education 24 goal/goals 13
Managment/management 23 International 13
Librarian/librarians 22 policy/policies 12
plan/plans 18 Website 12
Primary 18 Reference 1
role/roles 18 conference/conferences 10
Reading 16 Design 10
skill/skills 16 Ross 10
Standard/standards 16 Todd 10
Student/students 16 Volunteers 10

Note. Total number of searches: 1,153 Total number of unique keywords
used: 411.

Interest Group (SIG). However, even keeping this information up to date
has proved a challenge for the Chair of the International Focus SIG. There
is an opening here for an information provider, but a glance at the mission
and objectives of IASL does not suggest that the Association should be
that provider.

Table 2 indicates the types of searches using site search engine in the
three-month period September to November 2001. Most were topic or sub-
ject searches on topics related to the interests of school librarians (the first
group in the Table). However, some users were clearly searching for infor-
mation specific to IASL (e.g., the International School Library Day logo), a
sensible use of the IASL Web site. Other relatively common searches were
for a person, country or place, document, or organization or institution.
However, some of the searches raised questions about whether the aims of
the Association and the Web site had been made clear enough: for example,
searches for information about the solar system or dolphins. In all types of
searches were some indications of problems with search strategies (and I
am not the first Webmaster to notice this; see, e.g., Klein, 2003). Most
searches were simple, truncation and Boolean operators were almost never
used, nor were alternative terms (e.g., primary/elementary) or spellings
(e.g., program/programme). It is clear that users wish to be able to search
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without first having to read instructions, and search engines have not yet
reached a level of sophistication where they can handle this except for sim-
ple queries. However, it should be borne in mind if and when a new search
engine is selected.

From time to time, I have selected searches repeated to gain an indica-
tion of what users see in response to their queries. Search failures, or those
reasonable searches for which poor results are returned, can suggest areas
where the content of the Web site needs development. Where content exists
on the site that might meet the need as expressed in the search terms, but

Table 2
Types of Searches Carried Out on School Libraries Online
September/October/November 2001

Type of Search Examples of Searches

Search for Professional Topic information literacy
mission statement
school library policies
knowledge management
intellectual freedom
Search for IASL Information international school library day logo
conference manual
school library Web page award
school libraries worldwide
isld

Search on Person’s Name Kuhlthau
Genco
ross todd
barbara braxton
blanche woolls

Search for Country/Place Norway
great britain
singapore
pennsylvania
beijing

Search for Document/Title Shiloh
library power
“the hobbit”
animal farm
texas study

Search for Organization singapore library board

univ of southern calif

methodist ladies’ college

ifla

morris plains borough school
Search for Another Topic acids and alkalis

planets solar system

weather

dolphin studies

tigris and euphrates river
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did not show in the search results, I consider the use of additional appro-
priate keywords in the metadata of the relevant documents. This happens
most often where the official title of a document does not reflect the name
by which it is generally known. An example would be the “Partnership
Agreement for Hosting an IASL Conference,” for which the most common
search term seems to be proposal to lost an IASL conference (now used in the
metadata for the page).

Wihat parts of the Web site are most used?

Information about the use of various sections of School Libraries Online came
from the NetTracker service and comes now from the Open Tracker service.
Figure 7 gives an indication of the statistics supplied by the Open Tracker
service. These include, for example, statistics from counters placed on
selected pages throughout the Web site (including the main pages of cach
section). In the carly days, as recorded by NetTracker, the most used section
of the site was the collection of links to “School Library Resources on the
Internet” (Clyde, in press). However, evidence from usage patterns on
School Librarics Online shows that users’ needs for information and
resources are also changing. Proportionately less use is being recorded of

Stats overview Selected wehsite: http:fwww.iasl-slo. org

or upgrade status

Traffic Analysis Visitors

Figure 7. Web site statistics available from Open Tracker, a subscription
service http://www3.opentracker.net
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the sections of the site designed to help with Internet exploration, and pro-
portionately more of professional information, professional documents,
and news services. However, the actual numbers of people using the site as
a starting point for Internet exploration remains as high as ever, although
this use now represents a smaller proportion of the total.

Is use of the Web site increasing?

The NetTracker statistics showed that the number of users (and the number
of first-time users) accessing the site cach week grew throughout the peri-
od when this service was used. Evidence from the Open Tracker service
shows that overall use has continued to increase, although because the two
services have used different bases for their counts, it is not possible to pro-
duce a reliable time series. However, as suggested above, the measurement
of site use is complex. Statistics for first-time visits, return visits, number of
pages visited, and amount of time cach user spends on the site all show
increases, but these numbers are to a degree unreliable. For example, the
tracker cannot pick up a user’s second visit if it is made from another com-
puter. Even the UNIX log files that have been available to the Webmaster
from the ISP since 2003 present only a broad picture of use.

Information collated from the monthly reports of the site search engine
also presents a complex and incomplete picture of use. Table 3 collates the
figures for the number of searches per month since September 2001, The
number of searches performed increased through 2002 and 2003, but in
2004 appeared to decline. However, possibly changes to the site directory
on the home page and improvements to the menus added to the headers

Table 3
Number of Searches Carried Out on the Site Search Engine on
School Libraries Online, September 2001 to February 2005 Inclusive

Month 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 Average
January 471 129 554 600 hil35
February 552 673 645 523 598.2
March 524 805 704 677.6
April 623 565 635 607.6
May 534 611 540 561.6
June 521 536 449 502.0
July 588 521 437 515.3
August 404 448 421 424.3
September 309 681 699 760 612.2
October 559 876 753 643 707.7
November 521 649 644 523 584.2
December 307 351 420 312 347.5
Totals - 6774 7104 6623 -
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and footers of each page in the last few years mean that people can find the
information they need without using the search engine. In support of this
are the figures from Open Tracker that indicate that the number of visitors
to the site and number of visits continue to increase although the search
engine statistics suggest a different picture.

However, Table 3 does indicate some seasonal variations in use of the
search engine and perhaps of the Web site as a whole. North American
users tend to outnumber those from other continents (from NetTracker and
Open Tracker), and the average number of searches per month shows the
heaviest use of the search engine during the North American school year,
with the lowest use in the summer months and the Christmas period. This
suggests a need to promote the Web site more actively to users on other
continents. However, it also indicates a wider problem for the Association.
According to IASL's constitution, the operating language of the Association
is English, and this is reflected in Web site content. Nevertheless, it also
presents a barrier to many potential users from Europe and South America,
for example.

How do users feel about their experience of School Libraries Online?

Various strategies can be used to gain an understanding of users’ experi-
ences online and their perceptions of the Web site. Ranging from low-cost
and simple tools like online guest books to techniques that require consid-
erable research experience or knowledge of technology, these strategies
include user response forms, online surveys, focus groups, observation of
users as they interact with the site, and oral protocols (think-alouds or users
talking through their experiences as they use the site, and think-afters or
users discussing their online experiences afterward). All have their
strengths and limitations. Cost and time factors have prevented the use of
some of these strategies to date, but they could play a part in the future (see
“Planning for a Major Evaluation” below).

The entries recorded in the online guest book on School Libraries Online
until 2003 were generally favorable. From a user in the United States: “This
is so helpful. It saves me much time, since almost everything a librarian
could want is located on this site.” From a user in Australia: “Great site for
a beginning teacher librarian such as me.” And from Italy: “Very useful and
helpful site! It always makes interesting reading and keeps me in touch
with international school librarianship.” The comments were unsolicited,
and it is appreciated that users took the time to provide this positive feed-
back. However, comments in guest books generally come from people who
either love or hate the site or who are otherwise motivated to provide feed-
back in this way.

Therefore, other means of obtaining feedback have also been used from
time to time. One is a user feedback form available on the Web site prima-
rily for use in professional development workshops. Participants see a
demonstration of the main features of School Libraries Online, then explore
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the site themselves before providing an evaluation and comments. The
form is available to any trainers who wish to use School Libraries Online with
groups, but the feedback comes to the Webmaster in the first instance.
Figure 8 shows the top of this interactive form, which has 11 questions in
all and can be completed in approximately five to seven minutes.

Table 4 collates responses to two questions on this form from a group
of 15 people who attended a professional development workshop for
teacher librarians in Australia in March 2001, which introduced them to
School Libraries Online. The workshop was conducted by a local Internet
trainer, not by the Webmaster. Almost half the group (7 of 15) thought it
was very casy or easy to find information on the site; however, four people
found it difficult or very difficult despite a demonstration as part of the
workshop. Although their own information skills may have been a factor
in this (and no information is available about the participants), it may also
be because this workshop took place when the site search engine was still
new and its features were still being optimized. Not only has the perform-
ance of the search engine improved, but other navigation tools on the site
have also been improved (some improvements in response to comments
from participants in similar workshops). Responses to the question about
the relevance of the information on Scheol Libraries Online were overall
more favorable, but the evaluation was carried out in the context of a pro-
fessional development workshop that focused on professional information.
Thus the responses on this form must be considered in the context in
which the data collection took place and the state of development of the
Web site at the time.

SCHOOL LIBRARIES ONLINE

imtemotonat RO

| fbous IASL | Pcticeboard | Huppenngs | 16451 Newsietter | Reuews | Conserenc i'l?ﬂ!lt ong | intemet Fayources | BASLLINK |
Commetees | 5 'u,i STamal _Az.-’-lwaa 1550 Cl.x'r,l 5 | Docurmens | Regearch | scmwnstramon |

IASL WEB SITE USER RESPONSE FORM

This form has been designed to collect information from users of the JASL Web ste, School Libraries Onhne information that will
help with the further development of the site to meet the needs of IASL bers and school de Please comgpl
the form online, and then submit it by clicking on the button at the bottom of the page. Thank you for your time and input

Name | Position [
Country of residence [

1. Are you currently an IASL member? ® Yes @ No

2. How did you first find out about the IASL Web ate (School Libraries Online)?

Figure 8. The opening of the IASL Web Site User Response Form on the IASL
Web site School Libraries Online. This interactive form has been designed to
collect data from users of the Web site, and particularly from groups of
users attending professional development activities.
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Table 4
Responses to a Web-based Survey of Users of School Libraries Online
Professional Development Day, Australia, March 2001

How easy was it to find Number How would you rate the Number
information on SLO? relevance of information on

SLO to your needs?
Very easy 2 Very relevant -4
Easy 5 Relevant 5
OK 4 OK 4
Difficult 2 Not very relevant 1
Very difficult 1 Irrelevant 1
No opinion - No opinion -
Total 15 Total 15

This partial analysis of feedback from one workshop (Table 4) is present-
ed here as an example of a source of information about users of a Web site.
It does not provide detailed information about the users’ experiences of the
site, nor does it provide any information about the users themselves that
would help us to gain a better understanding of their perceptions.
However, within the time constraints of a workshop setting and with data
coming in from other workshops, it does help to pinpoint arcas of concern.
Although by itself it does not provide conclusive evidence, when used in
combination with other data collection techniques, it adds to the emerging
picture of users of the Web site. The use of more sophisticated strategies
such as focus groups provides more comprehensive data, but requires more
time and money.

Users, and Their Needs, Are Changing

Users, their needs, and their perceptions are not static. With this in mind, I
monitor them on an ongoing basis as part of the strategic planning process
for the Web site. One factor that affects users’ perceptions and needs is the
ongoing change in the Internet itself, and particularly the World Wide Web.
The Web is increasing in size, and the resources being made available
through it are increasingly varied (O'Neill, Lavoie, & Bennett, 2003).
Another factor that affects users’ needs and perceptions is the ongoing
change in how people access the Internet. Personal computers are becom-
ing more powerful (Eng, 2001); browser software is providing more
features (see, e.g., Yahoo's Browser Directory); and the number of people (at
least in some countries) with broadband connections to the Internet is
growing (Leichtman Research, 2003). So users come to Web sites with high-
er expectations as time passes, even though some still access the Internet
using older computers and earlier versions of browsers. A third factor is
that the number of users of the Internet as a whole is still increasing
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(Nielsen/NetRatings, 2003). It appears that users of School Libraries Online
reflect these general trends. Evidence from users” comments also suggests
that users as a whole are becoming more sophisticated, although we still
support many who have little experience of the Internet. A Web site that
met the needs of experienced users three vears ago will not meet the needs
of those users today. The challenge for the Webmaster is to develop the Web
site such that the needs of sophisticated users continue to be met without
losing people for whom School Libraries Online is their introduction to
resources on the Internet.

Planning for a Major Evaluation

After 10 years in operation, it seems timely to plan a major assessment and
evaluation of School Libraries Online for 2005-2006. The surviving data collect-
ed through the ongoing formative evaluation over the decade, as described
in this article, will feed into the assessment process. The first step in this
major evaluation, reported elsewhere (Clyde, in press b), was a comprehen-
sive review of the library and information science literature related to Web
site evaluation carried out early in 2003 to collect information about possible
assessment and evaluation strategies. This literature review produced a great
deal of information about the strengths and limitations of various strategies
such as usability testing, user satisfaction studies, service quality assessment,
accessibility testing, benchmarking, impact analysis, and the application of
predetermined criteria for the evaluation of a Web site. The literature review
also produced a great deal of information about the data collection methods
most typically associated with cach of these strategies (including question-
naires, focus groups, oral protocols, observation, interviews, and use of
computer log files). In addition, the literature revealed possible sources of
evaluation instruments such as questionnaires and interview schedules that
might be adapted (with permission) for the evaluation of School Libraries
Online and possible sources of protocols for selecting participants for evalua-
tion studies (Beattie, 2003; Niclsen, 2003). At the time of writing, the
evaluation strategies to be used are being discussed in the light of the litera-
ture review, but have not been selected. Among factors to be considered are
the type of information that cach strategy will produce about the Web site,
the cost, and the implications for evaluators” time. Although recognizing that
strategies like full usability testing in a specialist facility would better be car-
ried out on a more regular basis (Fraser, 2002), this has not been possible
(except in a limited form) to date. In addition to evaluating the Web site, the
research in 2005-2006 will also seek to identify the best strategies for future
ongoing evaluation of School Libraries Online.

Conclusion
From the beginning, even from the initial Web site planning stage, research
strategies have plaved a part in the ongoing formative evaluation of IASL's
School Libraries Online Web site, providing information that has supported
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the development of the site through a decade. Desk research, tracking serv-
ices, computer log files, and information provided by users of the site
(through the guest book and the online data collection form, among other
strategies) have contributed to ongoing evaluation. There have been prob-
lems, including loss of data and information about the development of the
site. It could be said that if some research has been beneficial, then more
research might have helped a great deal more, although it also has to be
said that there have been constraints including funding and the amount of
time available to a volunteer Webmaster. Nevertheless, the case of School
Libraries Online does illustrate the value of research (and sometimes its lim-
itations) in the ongoing Web site development process. The benefits have
been clear enough so far for us to assume that a larger and more concentrat-
ed cvaluation after the 10th year of operation of the site would be at least
equally beneficial. A new literature review has suggested some strategies
that could be used for this new work; now the resources have to be found
to support a major evaluation.
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